The Map and the Math

Something's Got to Give
By Rhodes Cook O ne of the bigger questions that this November's election will help answer is whether Bill Clinton was merely an eight-year interlude in a Republican presidential era, or represents the dawning of a new period in presidential politics where centrist Democrats like Clinton and Al Gore can more than hold their own.
Take the short view and the Democrats have done quite well, thank you. A total of 29 states (plus the District of Columbia) with 346 electoral votes voted twice for the Clinton-Gore ticket in the 1990s.
Take the longer view, though, and the Republicans have done even better. In the eight presidential elections since 1968, when the GOP won the White House for the first of five times over a 20-year span, the Republicans have carried 37 states a majority of the time. These states hold 384 electoral votes in this year's election.
Put the two conflicting trends together and one finds nearly two dozen states that have voted Democratic in the short term but Republican over the longer haul. A total of 17 states with 205 electoral votes voted for Clinton-Gore in both 1992 and 1996, and for the Republican presidential ticket in a majority of the presidential contests since 1968. Add in the five states that voted twice for Clinton-Gore and for the GOP in half (four) of the last eight presidential elections, and the number of states that have been short-term Democratic, but more Republican over the long term rises to 22 and encompasses 265 electoral votes.
Altogether, it is a group that includes most of the major battleground states -such as California, Illinois and New Jersey -all of which voted for Clinton-Gore twice in the 1990s but supported Republicans in the six previous presidential elections.
It is a group that also includes all of the other pivotal Frost Belt industrial states that are being closely contested this year -including Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Missouri and Wisconsin, as well as Tennessee, the home state of Democratic nominee Al Gore, and Connecticut, the home of Gore's running mate, Sen. Joseph I. Lieberman. 
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TWO COMPETING TRENDS
A Reprise of '60?
Not since 1960 has there been a similar convergence of conflicting voting trends. Democrats had won five successive presidential elections from 1932 through 1948, but Republicans won twice in the 1950s behind Dwight D. Eisenhower. In 1960, the GOP chose Eisenhower's vice president (Richard Nixon) to succeed him while the Democrats rallied behind Sen. John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts in their bid to reclaim the White House.
The result: one of the closest elections in the nation's history. Kennedy won the popular vote by just two-tenths of a percentage point, although he prevailed by a more comfortable margin in the Electoral College.
This time the roles of the two parties are reversed, as it is the Republicans who are trying to regain the White House after an eight-year absence. And they begin with a larger cache of electoral votes than the Democrats. According to the Gallup Poll -the longest continuous sampler of public opinion in presidential races -barely one out of every three contests since World War II have been decided in the final two months of the campaign -and none since 1980.
In three elections -1968, 1988 and 1992 -the winners pulled ahead for good during the convention season. In six others, the winner led wire-to-wire, from the first poll of the election year until Election Day, and led in virtually every instance in the fall months by a double-digit margin. In the other two late-breaking campaigns, the races were not so close in early September. But they tightened, to the point that Gallup found the eventual winner trailing in its final pre-election poll.
One was the legendary 1948 election, when Gallup stopped surveying in October because he felt Republican Thomas E. Dewey's 5-point lead over President Harry Truman was insurmountable. It wasn't.
The other was 1976, when the final Gallup Poll showed President Gerald Ford recovering from a huge deficit during the summer months to take a 1-point lead over Jimmy Carter. Carter won the election by 2 percentage points.
The 1976 result underscores the impressionistic nature of polls. Although they are presented as exact percentages, they usually have a margin of error of several percentage points. That means in reality that the Ford-Carter race at the end was too close to call.
In the chart on the next page, the exact candidate percentages in the Gallup Poll are used in determining who was ahead in a given time period, although it does not necessarily mean that a poll was taken then. The time period in which a candidate pulled ahead for good is indicated in red type. A blank means that the eventual nominees of the major parties had not been matched yet in presidential trial heats.
Data was provided by the Gallup Organization, which has been polling presidential races since 1936. T his year marks the 12th presidential election since nationwide popular voting began in the 1820s that the party occupying the White House has had the opportunity to extend two consecutive terms into three.
The good news for Democrat Al Gore is that a bit more than half the time, the president's party has been given another term -six times out of 11, to be precise.
The bad news for Gore, though, is that the vast majority of the time, the party holding the White House has lost ground at the ballot box from the previous election. And with the ticket of Bill Clinton and Al Gore reelected in 1996 with only 49% of the vote, Gore has few percentage points to give.
The mood for change can be a significant factor working against the incumbent party at the eight-year mark. So too can the presidential two-term limit, which over the last half century has forced some of the nation's most popular presidents into retirement.
Only twice has the president's party drawn a higher share of the vote at the eight-year mark than it did four years earlier, with the last time in 1928. Nine times, it has drawn a lower share, with the falloff averaging a full 7 percentage 
John McCain and the Fall Campaign
S en. John McCain may not have won a spot on this year's Republican ticket. But he could play an important -maybe even a pivotal -role in the rest of the campaign, both at the presidential and congressional levels.
McCain has already been enlisted by GOP congressional leaders to help save the party's narrow House majority. And there is little doubt that he will be called on to try and steer his supporters to the Bush-Cheney ticket in the closely contested presidential race.
There were more than 5 million McCain voters in the Republican primaries. That is the highest total ever amassed by any GOP candidate who did not win his party's nomination, including Ronald Reagan in 1976.
Outside the Republican primaries, McCain drew another 1 million votes in California and Washington state from non-Republicans who cast ballots in those states' "beauty contest" primaries. These votes did not count for delegate-selection purposes, but were a part of the overall vote count in each state. In both California and Washington, McCain won more non-Republican votes than George W. Bush. In California, McCain even won more votes from registered Democrats than Bill Bradley. McCain also carried 14 districts in Michigan, eight in New York, all six in his home state of Arizona, four in Washington state's "blanket primary" vote, and four in the South -including three in Virginia and one in South Carolina. Ironically, for all the criticism that McCain absorbed for attacking televangelist Pat Robertson, McCain carried the Virginia Beach district that is the base of Robertson's operation.
McCain also won a number of politically marginal suburban constituencies around the country, including ones that comprise Michigan's Macomb and Oakland counties, all four of the districts anchored on New York's Long Island, and the two Northern Virginia districts closest to the nation's capital, including the Beltway-straddling 11th, which is represented by the chairman of the National Republican Congressional Committee, Thomas M. Davis III. 
Marginal and Open Seats
Control of the House of Representatives is apt to be determined this November by the outcome of the comparatively small number of seats that are either open or held by House "marginals." For the purpose of this chart, the latter are incumbents who were elected in 1998 with less than 52% of the total vote.
Within each category, some seats are clearly more vulnerable than others.
A veteran incumbent that last won with less than 52% of the vote is normally more vulnerable than a freshman, who is just beginning his congressional career.
Similarly, an open district that heavily favors one party is going to draw much less attention than one in highly competitive terrain. And the presidential vote in a district is a major tool in determining its terrain. 
